the allusion to the appropriation of space is a common one in critical discourse about women's theatre-of spaces aggressively taken over and then filled with imaginative worlds that speak to, for and of women. ' However, one of the lessons learned in this process has been that the signifier woman is hardly univocal, that gender is a complicated social construct in which race, ethnicity and a host of cultural factors come into play, making for significant differences among women, even among those with a shared nationality. So to give an idea of the many ways they have of filling that empty space to which Brook refers, and of how in the possible worlds that the theatre can conjure up, they give substance and voice to their concerns about real women in a particular context. In the process, I will focus on: 1) the notion of gender as performance; 2) the feminist deconstruction of narrative; 3) the female body in theatrical space; 4) new, postmodern ways of doing feminist political theatre.
Building on Simone de Bouvoir's oft-quoted observation that "one is not born, but, rather becomes a woman," and influenced by poststructuralist discourse, a pivotal concept of much recent feminist theory is that gender is a social construct and not biological destiny. At its core, this concept is theatrical in that it sees gender as a performative act, or as Judith Butler has suggested, "Gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceede [sic]; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time-an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts. Further, gender is instituted through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self' (270) .
The framing of gender as something scripted, directed and enacted, as a learned and practiced behavior rather than an essential part of one's identity is fundamental to a play like Casa matriz 'Womb House' by the Argentine playwright Diana Raznovich. Written in 1986 , this text has had critically successful performances in English and Italian, as well as in its original Spanish, and is a fine example of women's theatre in Latin America that has as its primary goal the deconstruction of traditional notions of gender. Like so many of these plays, Casa matriz breaks with theatrical realism, rejecting its essentializing tendencies.' Instead of the simulacra so typical of realism, Raznovich uses metaphor and defamiliarization to fill her theatrical space. The play has just two characters: the very attractive and moody thirty-year-old Barbara, and the Substitute Mother, a well-groomed middle-aged woman who, as a veteran employee of the Womb House, is expert in the art of role-playing. Barbara has rented her especially so that she can spend her birthday in the company of the mother she, and not biology, would have chosen for herself. But when the Substitute Mother arrives and confuses Barbara with another client, the two women get off to a bad start and spend the rest of their time trying to outdo each other, enacting various mother/daughter roles, from the most gushingly loving couple to the most hateful enemies.
Obviously, Casa matriz is not a typical drama about female relationships. The play's title is an immediate indicator that Raznovich has another more playful purpose, that she means to invert signs and to disclocate arbitrary meanings from their signifiers. The play's single set is a very staged space: the bed's salmon-colored silk sheets are carefully touss led; hose and other undergarments spill out aesthetically from a chest of drawers. Everything in the room is red and rose-hued, with Barbara to match, dressed seductively in a skin-tight slip, bouncing on her bed, baton in hand, as she energetically conducts an imaginary orchestra. And then, the bell rings. The whole setup here reads "prostitute" and "whore house," or at least that is the visual cliché with which Raznovich toys. But this sign is subverted as soon as the Substitute Mother arrives; the brothel is elsewhere, in the Womb House, and the visitor is the whore, a dream and fantasy-fulfilling Mother, the pleasure-giver who comes to rent her body to a daughter-client, in a relationship that is strictly business, a buying and selling of physical favors (at one point the Mother Substitute pulls out a giant breast overflowing with a Dream Whip-like substance, to nurse her baby Barbara), and more importantly, a trafficking in emotional and spiritual favors.
Notable here is the parodic, carnavalesque inversion of sign functions and meanings, the playwright's refusal to represent on stage archetypal mothers-daughters. Instead, she de-naturalizes these archetypes, plucking them from their everyday contexts (which for being everyday, seem natural, normal, eternal), and then inserts them into another context where their artifice is bared for public viewing. In this case, the artifice is self-referential, the theatrical one of role-playing in which mothers and daughters enact various scripts; for example, the long-suffering mother, the rebellious daughter, the exotic mother, the supermom, the perfect daughter, and the daughter who thinks she can have a better mother, but who must turn to fantasy for this to come true.
In her book Feminist Theatre, Helene Keyssar has noted that " [t] heatre is a fertile home for feminists . . . because so many of the issues of feminism-role-playing, relationships to others, individuality and collectivity, power, authority, responsibility, production and reproduction-are also the issues of theatre" (167). By Raznovich says, the very first, the most important challenge to be met. ways, these questions echo the ones posed in the heated feminist controversy over pornography, and images of sexual violence against women in visual media. As in this controversy, there is no single right answer, but the question itself necessarily arises, for whenever female nudity is offered for public viewing, there is no assurance that the viewer will see this body as those displaying it would wish. And yet the challenge, one that Araujo assumes with integrity and great professionalism, is to keep on trying to find a way to naturalize the female body to such a degree that it will cease to be an object of desire, and become a subject of its own making.
The plays I have looked at thus far share a common goal:
that of producing change-in the way that women's stories are told; in the way that an other's gaze defines the concept of Woman; in the way that theatre itself has collaborated in the semantization of gender identities that places men first and women second. None of them would seem to carry on the older tradition among many women playwrights in Latin America of addressing more generalized social and political issues. In recent years, since the fall of Communism, there has been much debate in Latin America about the nature and purpose of political theatre. There has been talk of the failure of the Leftist project and of the theatre that supported it (Marxist and Brechtian theatre, collective theatre, people's theatre), and of the beginning of a new world order that is at the same time, and quite contradictorily, both global and decentered, plugged into a worldwide communications and economic network, while also rejecting any master narratives and all totalizing solutions. In Latin America, where the Leftist utopia was the dream of some and the nightmare of others, this debate can be heated and painful, and often is framed as one between modernists and postmodernists, with the latter declaring the former dead and buried.
It is true that in the. theatre, at least, there has been a marked change since the late 1980s, and much of what is being written and produced today has an unmistakably postmodern sense-with its fragmented narratives, its decentered characters, its focus on the individual rather than on the collective, its parody of authority in all guises, its focus on processes rather than solutions. All ofthis is markedly different from the political theatre of the 1960s and 1970s. Because the old political theatre in Latin America has so often been associated with what is now considered the defunct Left, it is easy to see why some would proclaim such a theatre has gone the way of the dinosaur in Latin America. And yet, this only seems so. A careful look at plays like Casa matriz, Solas en la madriguera, and even La condesa sangrienta, shows that what happens to women in the private sphere because of their gender, has roots and repercussions in the public sphere. To have no voice of one's own, to hate and mutilate other women because of their youth, to be the prisoner of roles assigned to one's body, are not the traditional, patriarchal themes of political theatre; however, neither are they any less political. What has happened is that the new women's theatre has begun to dramatically redefine the concept of political theatre. While its formal trappings may be postmodernist, not for this does it reject the possibilities of and urgent need for the same kind of change that the older political theatre sought, but with one major difference: the framing of the problems, as well as of their solution is not being left to men alone.
This new framing of the political is quite prominent in the play La madre 'The Mother' (1994) Her language is coarse, her movements frenetic, her tone humorous, angry, defiant, resigned.
According to Joffre's written text, the gender bending in La madre can work in two ways: 1) the role is enacted by a woman only, and therefore, the male transvestite is alluded to but not represented; 2) the role is enacted by a man, but one who is a woman, for everything in the text indicates that the person on stage is unquestionably female. In this case, then, the male actor has to communicate that his maleness is but a passing identity in the process of a woman play-acting a man who then pretends to be a woman. This kind of gender confusion has become a quite popular postmodern technique in the work of many feminist playwrights, for the way that it uncovers the performative nature of gender to which Judith Butler has referred. In the case of Joffre's play, its premiere and to my knowledge, sole performance (Cincinnati, October 1994) was with the Mexican actress Susana Alexander in the role of the mother, so there was never any confusion about the real biological identity of the character. This, however, did not take away from the parodic treatment of the transvestite, who in the popular mind, at least, is usually a man. At all times during the performance there was a consciousness among audience members that the character had been hired to do something that usually excludes the need for women, when men assume and usurp the engendered and erotic identity of 14 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 1 [1996] Despite the differences between La madre and the other texts studied here, where politics in the more usual sense are not such a primary concern, the similarities among them are nonetheless striking. Like Raznovich, Escofet and Raquel Araujo, Joffre sees the stage as a flexible space for women, stretching its limits well beyond those of traditional realism and patriarchal narrative. Taken as a group, these theatre artists cover the gamut of recent feminist concerns most everywhere: the urgency for women to empower themselves through discourse; the need to deconstruct and redefine gendered identities at home, in the workplace and on the stage; the intimate relationship of women with their own bodies and the ways that these are subjected to the distorting gaze of a male other; the fact that the personal is indeed the political and vice-versa; that the culture one is born into has very much to do with the life one ultimately leads. These plays challenge the status quo, and take a first defiant step towards radical change by reappropriating the stage for women, by filling a once empty space with new and old stories, told in daring, innovative ways. 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 1 [1996] and into the night, in low-paying service jobs that require spending sometimes up to five hours a day using city transportation to travel the many miles to, and then back from their workplace. Their political agenda specifically makes demands for a stabilized economy that can pay men salaries substantial enough to allow wives to stay at home.
18
Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 1 [1996] , Art. 13 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol20/iss1/13 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1389
